The re-launch of the River
Stour Lighter ‘John Constable’

On Thursday morning 27th September, nearly 100 years after the Stour lighter
fleet was scuttled at Ballingdon, the restored lighter John Constable was relaunched at Great Cornard, after a two year rebuild at the Pioneer Sailing Trust
in Brightlingsea. This hugely significant milestone in the restoration of through
navigation on the River Stour has been made possible by the efforts of many
people and a generous grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund. That grant is
part of a larger group of works first proposed by the Dedham Vale Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and Stour Valley Project in 2008, with
the grant for all the works being £910,000.
The Trust is one of many member organisations of the project with an active
responsibility or interest for this area. The restoration was carried out by the
Pioneer Sailing Trust at Brightlingsea, who specialise in wooden boat
restoration, and they have produced a beautiful vessel, with the elegant curves
of her bow and stern and her fine black and grey paintwork. An immense
amount of work and study went into the reconstruction, which is very accurate
and includes the detailed design of the hatch covers that is unique to this craft.
The construction of oak clinker planking and heavy oak frames is massively
strong and this will give her a further long and productive life.
Although Stour lighters always operated in pairs, the one restored would have
been the foremost of the two. As such it has two holds, with the after-hold now
having seats fitted for passengers, and a centre well for the helmsman. At
nearly 47ft long and 10ft beam – a bit narrower than the original - she will be
able to fit in any Stour lock today.
The launch took place at the Visitor &
Education Centre after two days on display
at Ipswich Docks where she created a great
deal of interest and TV coverage. The lighter
arrived from the builders on a low-loader
lorry and was craned into the mill leat, 27
months after her removal from the same
spot. The crane driver said the unladen
weight was 6 tons. The event passed off
smoothly, with – we believe – the least
disruption to local residents. Many people
watched the launch, from the Trust and
neighbouring houses and 15 of them sat on
the edge of the lighter to allow the marine
surveyor present to perform a stability test.
She passed that easily, as the original could
take a load of 13 tons. It is planned that the
boat will carry 12 passengers at present, as
this is the maximum allowed operating
regulations, but the lighter could obviously
carry more if this was thought desirable in
the future. There was much speculation
about the depth she would float at, and this
turned out to be about 10 inches. In order to
demonstrate a lock passage she was then
John Constable retraces
manually hauled and poled into Cornard
the route she took three
Lock, and a complete lock cycle was
years ago when she
operated, almost certainly the first time a
was lifted out of the lock cut,
lighter has passed through a lock at Cornard
as a rotting hulk
since 1913. Once again that went without a
hitch.
We look forward to seeing a lighter once again doing useful work on the upper
Stour for the first time since 1913. Since it is believed that the John Constable
was at least 100 years old when she was sunk in 1914, she is now likely to be
198 years old, making her probably one of the oldest vessels in the world today
still afloat and working.
This article first appeared in Lock Lintel, the River Stour Trust
magazine, and is reproduced with their permission.
For more information, visit: www.riverstourtrust.org

GSOLICITORS
IBBONS

Howard on the carousel
at Thursford
My dear readers, may I wish you all a Happy New Year. It is a fresh start
and who knows what is around the corner. I only had one short holiday
last year and I am hoping that I may do better this. Did you have a good
Christmas. Well, as you can imagine I had to go hither and thither
dragging Christmas puddings and fayre behind me. It sounds like a scene
from The Nutcracker, a ballet that my mother and father used to take us
to every year at The Festival Hall in London. I went to a delightful
Christmas barristers’ party given by Field Court Chambers in London.
When I first qualified, I met my learned friend Timothy Carlisle of those
Chambers with whom I consult to this day. You too of course can have the
benefit of that advice through us. The party was very posh, a choir sang
Christmas carols and I supped on champagne and canapés. Frank, my
chauffeur, is not so keen on the London runs and so his protégé Christof
took the reins. The weather dictated a journey in the Range Rover and
naturally Hadleigh Car Wash (Tel. 07734 466902) ensured that the car was
clean and ready for duty. I was so glad to learn that you have been visiting
Hadleigh Car Wash in good numbers since my recommendation.
I have mentioned to you in previous years how much I enjoy the Thursford
Christmas Spectacular. It is a Show that is extraordinary with a cast
approaching one hundred, a band, a Wurlitzer – the colour, the glamour –
it’s show business. The Show beckoned twice for me this Christmas. The
auditorium is for the rest of the year a steam museum and my
photographer has caught me by the carousel. The journey is a good two
hours from Hadleigh but those of you who do not wish to drive their
motor cars can join one of the charabancs that go. An audience of 1500 sits
twice a day through November and December.
Have you tried Hall Farm at Stratford St Mary Dedham CO7 6LS for a
coffee and lovely cream scone or even lunch. It is worth a visit and there
is an interesting farm shop.
Rightmove suggests that due to competition among mortgage lenders and
shortage of homes for sale, house prices could rise next year. If you find
yourself buying or selling then do consult with me. We have a fairly
commercial approach to things and our clients enjoy our good old
fashioned service. Whilst so many of us acquire goods “on line” one really
needs to “go local” for the services of a solicitor. Do give us a call with
your requirements.
Howard Gibbons

133 High Street Hadleigh Suffolk IP7 5EJ
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